Chronic hepatitis C: common questions, practical answers.
The hepatitis C virus (HCV) is the most common cause of chronic liver disease in the United States. Dramatic advances have been made recently in the treatment of this potentially life-threatening infection by using a combination interferon and ribavirin therapy. The most common questions regarding chronic HCV infections that occur in the course of clinical practice of primary care physicians were elicited through e-mail and telephone interviews. To answer these questions, computerized literature searches of the MEDLINE database were performed and expert opinion was sought. For many patients with HCV who are treated with combination therapy, there is now a greater than 30% chance of achieving long-term normalization of transaminase levels and the loss of detectable viral load. Treatment is expensive, however, and can be difficult to tolerate. The effect of treatment on the risk of progression to liver failure and hepatocellular carcinoma is promising but has not yet been determined. Primary care physicians play an important role in the diagnosis and initial workup of patients with HCV. By understanding the correct use of HCV diagnostic testing and the risks and benefits of antiviral therapy, providers will be better equipped to screen and counsel their patients infected with HCV.